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1
CROSSDOCKING TRANSSHIPMENTS
WITHOUT SORTATION

BACKGROUND

Manufacturers, distributors, retailers, and other processing
entities with facilities (which may collectively be referred to
as materials handling facilities) typically receive, process and
send (e.g., sell) materials. For example, retailers, wholesalers,
and other product distributors (which may collectively be
referred to as distributors) typically order, receive and main-
tain an inventory of various items that may be ordered by
clients or customers for delivery. Distributors may receive
inventory at an area of a facility, for example at a receive area.
Items may be received from various sources such as vendors,
manufacturers, other distributors, other facilities of the same
distributor or from various other sources, for example. The
items may be received on pallets, in bins, or other containers
in heterogeneous groups or homogenous groups, for
example, but also may be received as singles.

Some distributors receive the inventory at the receiving
area where it may be broken down into smaller groups and
may then be sent to an inventory area for stowing. When
groups of'items, (e.g., pallets or cases of items) are desired for
shipment from the facility, the distributor may take the time to
reconstruct the pallets or cases of items from an inventory
area where the items were stowed to after being received to
the receiving area.

For facilities with a sortation process, some groups of items
(e.g., groups or containers of heterogeneous items) that are
received may be sent from the receiving area to a sortation
area where the items may be sorted before being sent to a
customer or another facility. For example, some items that are
received at a distributor may be destined for another destina-
tion, such as another distribution facility. Some such items
may not be sent into inventory for stowing, but rather sorted
from other items (e.g., sorted from items going to other des-
tinations or inventory) and directed to an outbound dock of
the facility without ever being stowed to inventory in the
facility. Such routing of sorted items may be referred to as
crossdocking Transshipments (e.g., shipments between dis-
tribution facilities of a common distributor) may be per-
formed as well. Given that supporting a crossdocking process
may require a sortation process, for example, when a con-
tainer otherwise eligible for crossdock includes a group of
items destined for different destinations, distribution facili-
ties without a sortation process may not implement cross-
docking.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram that illustrates relationships
between processes and objects of a non-sortable processing
line in a materials handling facility, according to some
embodiments.

FIG. 2 illustrates a logical representation of various opera-
tions of a materials handling facility with sortation, according
to some embodiments.

FIG. 3 illustrates a block diagram for a control system with
a crossdock manager, according to one embodiment.

FIG. 4 illustrates a flow diagram of a routing process for
transshipments implemented by a control system with a
crossdock manager, in some embodiments.

FIG. 5 illustrates a flow diagram of a routing process
dependent upon the containers in receiving and inventory
planning information implemented by a control system with
a crossdock manager, according to one embodiment.
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FIG. 6 illustrates a flow diagram of a routing process imple-
mented by a control system with a crossdock manager for a
sortable materials handling facility, according to one embodi-
ment.

FIG. 7 is a block diagram that illustrates relationships
between processes and objects of a sortable processing line in
a materials handling facility, according to some embodi-
ments.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram illustrating a computer system
suitable for use in various of the embodiments disclosed
herein.

While embodiments are described herein by way of
example for several embodiments and illustrative drawings,
those skilled in the art will recognize that the embodiments
are not limited to the embodiments or drawings described. It
should be understood, that the drawings and detailed descrip-
tion thereto are not intended to limit embodiments to the
particular form disclosed, but on the contrary, the intention is
to cover all modifications, equivalents and alternatives falling
within the spirit and scope as defined by the appended claims.
The headings used herein are for organizational purposes
only and are not meant to be used to limit the scope of the
description or the claims. As used throughout this application,
the word “may” is used in a permissive sense (i.e., meaning
having the potential to), rather than the mandatory sense (i.e.,
meaning must). Similarly, the words “include,” “including,”
and “includes” mean including, but not limited to.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

A materials handling facility may receive materials that are
processed by the facility. For example, a manufacturer may
receive components or raw materials that are manufactured
into finished products or a distributor may receive goods that
are processed for fulfillment to retail customers. A receiving
area of the materials handling facility may be configured to
receive the incoming shipments of materials and provide
space for the incoming shipments to be processed. For
example, pallets or other container of received items may be
broken down into smaller (e.g., saleable or stockable) sizes
and may be placed into inventory or otherwise processed.
Some materials handling facilities may have an inventory
area where the received materials may be stowed for storage
until they are needed for processing.

After the distribution facility has received the items into the
facility at a receiving area, agents of the facility may stow the
items to the inventory area or otherwise process the received
items. In a materials handling facility (e.g., a distribution
facility), multiple, different product items may be stored
together in a single inventory area, such as a shelf, rack, bin,
or drawer. For example, a facility may store items such as
books, CDs, DVDs, electronic devices, clothing, toys, hard-
ware, materials, and/or other items together in various com-
binations within each inventory area.

While the inventory is waiting in the receiving area for
further processing (e.g., in a receive lane where items are
electronically scanned to identify the items to a facility con-
trol system and await further processing) the facility control
system may determine whether to send the received inventory
to the inventory area or to otherwise process the received
inventory. For example, some facilities may provide for space
in the receiving area or elsewhere where received items await
direction to an outbound dock without ever being stowed to
inventory. Such a process may be referred to as crossdocking
Some such routing may or may not include a sortation process
where items intended for different destinations (e.g., facility
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inventory, distributor customers and/or other distribution
facilities may be different destinations) may be sorted from
one another.

Crossdocking, including crossdocking for transshipments,
may be supported for facilities that do not support a sortation
process, or for which a sortation process is not currently
available. For example, a control system for the facility may
identify containers of items in a receiving area of the facility
and select particular ones of those containers, at a container-
level granularity, for a transshipment crossdock process. As
part of the transshipment crossdock process, the control sys-
tem may direct the selected containers from the receiving area
to a shipping area of the facility for transshipment to another
facility without the items in the selected containers being
stowed in an inventory area and without the items in the
selected containers going through an item-level sortation pro-
cess.

In other embodiments, crossdocking may be employed in
conjunction with a sortation process such that groups of items
that have been received at the facility together in a container,
for example, may be directed through a sortation process
where the items are sorted into separate containers and
thereby grouped for a common destination, such as a cus-
tomer or another distribution facility. In some cases, the pro-
cess may continue after the sortation such that the containers
ofitems are directed to an outbound dock without the items of
the container ever being stowed to inventory of the facility.

For example, containers of items or groups of items may be
sent from one distribution facility to another distribution
facility (the facilities may be owned or controlled by the same
or different entities in various embodiments). Such move-
ment of items between similar facilities, different facilities
under the control of the same entity or any combination
thereof may be known as transshipment and may be per-
formed for any number or reasons including managing inven-
tory levels of the facilities or leveraging existing or regular
transportation resources between the facilities or of the con-
trolling entity in order to reduce costs or reliance upon com-
mon carriers, for example. A transshipment of items may be
based on a decision to allocate those items to another facility
of'an entity and may be distinct from a shipment to a customer
of the entity based on an order from the customer.

In some embodiments, the facilities may be members of a
common fulfillment network controlled by a common entity
(e.g., amerchant or retailer). However, in some cases, a facil-
ity may be configured to process transshipments to materials
handling facilities from within a different fulfillment network
controlled by a different entity
Sortable and Non-Sortable Facilities

Materials handling facilities may be configured in any
number of ways. For example, some materials handling
facilities may include a processing line (also called opera-
tions) arranged to process items through the facility. A pro-
cessing line may include areas or stations for performing
various processes such as picking from inventory, sorting of
picked items, packing of picked items and/or shipping of
packed items. Various embodiments of processing lines may
include additional processes, different processes, or fewer
processes in any combination. A processing line may com-
prise an item-level sortation process where groups of picked
items may be sorted into sorted orders. Such processing lines
with item-level sortation may be referred to as sortable pro-
cessing lines and a facility including a sortable processing
line may be referred to as a sortable facility. Some materials
handling facilities may include a processing line without an
item-level sortation process or any sortation process at all.
Some such processing lines may be referred to as non-sort-
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4

able processing lines and a facility including only non-sort-
able processing lines may be referred to as a non-sortable
facility. In some embodiments, a processing line or facility
without an item-level sortation process may be used to pro-
cess orders for single items given that no sortation is required
to fulfill such orders. In some embodiments, a materials han-
dling facility may use sortable processing lines exclusively,
non-sortable processing lines exclusively, or may contain any
number of both sortable and non-sortable processing lines.
For example, a non-sortable processing line may be used for
single item orders and a sortable processing line may be used
for multiple-item orders within the same materials handling
facility.

Sortation may be performed at various levels of granular-
ity. In some embodiments, item-level sortation refers to a
sortation of one or more items that results in the sorted items
leaving a facility in particular containers. For example, two
different items that were received in two different containers
on two different pallets or were stored in two different inven-
tory locations may be sorted into the same container (e.g.,
either a transshipment container or an order fulfillment ship-
ping container) such that the two items leave the facility
together in the same container. In another example, an item
that was stowed in an inventory along with other types of
items may be sorted into a single container such that the single
container leaves the facility with only the single item. Item-
level sortation may be performed as part of a processing line
(e.g. a fulfillment processing line). In some embodiments,
transshipments may be directed through the item-level pro-
cessing of the fulfillment processing line. In other embodi-
ments, transshipments may be performed without use of a
sortation process. For example, items for transshipment may
be determined and directed at a granularity corresponding to
containers or pallets of items in an inventory receiving area of
the facility.

In some embodiments, container-level sortation refers to a
sortation of one or more containers. For example, containers
may be sorted based upon the determined destination of the
items they contain. A container determined to hold items
destined for the same location may be directed to that location
without the items within the container being sorted (e.g., it
may be determined that all the items in a container holding
items from one or more broken-down pallets are all destined
for another facility and may be directed directly to that facility
without being stowed to an inventory area). Such determina-
tion and direction may be referred to as a container-level
sortation. Container-level sortation may include a container
with a single item, in some embodiments.

In some embodiments, container-level sortation may be
performed for containers of items in the receiving area. For
example, items may be depalletized into containers and a
control system may determine, subsequent to depalletization
and on a container-by-container basis whether the containers
should be directed to an inventory area for stow or to an
outbound dock for transshipment. In some embodiments,
container-level sortation includes determining which trans-
portation resource a container will be placed into. In some
embodiments, container-level sortation may not be per-
formed until items are placed into the container. For example,
in some embodiments, agents may depalletize or otherwise
unpack a container of items into other containers (e.g., totes)
without direction (e.g. from a control system) or as the agents
see fit. In some such embodiments the contents of the con-
tainers the items are placed into may not be planned. It may be
understood that processes such as breaking down a pallet into
containers may not be considered a sort when it is done to fill
totes destined for inventory (e.g., random-stow inventory) or
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crossdocking without knowing what is needed in either of
inventory or by other facilities.

In some embodiments, instead of breaking received con-
tainers of items into smaller containers, entire pallets of
received items (packed with heterogeneous or homogeneous
items) may be considered containers and the pallets may be
sorted based on the destination for the entire pallet.

Transshipments and crossdocking may be combined in
some embodiments, either for fulfilling a distributor’s cus-
tomer orders (e.g., transshipments may be used to reduce
shipping costs or combine items into a single shipment for
fulfillment) or for moving inventory among facilities, for
example. In some instances, a control system (e.g., a non-
sortable distribution facility control system) may determine
that items received at the distribution facility should be used
to increase inventory at another distribution facility. For
example, the control system of the distribution facility or a
central control system of an entity controlling the distribution
facility may receive inventory data for other or all distribution
facilities of the entity or for multiple entities and may deter-
mine an inventory plan based on the received inventory and
demand estimates. The inventory plan may determine a
desired amount of inventory for various facilities and also
how inventory should be shifted among facilities to reach the
desired level.

The control system may determine that containers of items
received for inventory at one distribution facility are eligible
to be transshipped to a destination facility. The containers
may be containers of heterogeneous items (e.g., different
items received from a vendor in a container, or different items
placed ina container at a receiving lane of the facility, or items
received in a transshipment container from another facility,
etc.). Containers may also include homogeneous items. The
control system may identify transshipment opportunities at a
container-level granularity from identified eligible containers
in an inventory receiving area of a facility. Because transship-
ments are selected at a container-level granularity from con-
tainers of items in the receiving area, an item-level sortation
process is not required and the transshipment can be carried
out at a facility, or using a processing line, that does not have
an item-level sortation process. Eligible containers for trans-
shipment may be determined by the control system as con-
tainers of the received items have not been stowed to inven-
tory. For such containers selected for transshipment, the
control system may direct the containers to be crossdocked to
an outbound dock where they can be shipped to the destina-
tion distribution facility. Crossdocking may save time and
costs associated with storing items to inventory. In some
embodiments, a decision to transship and/or crossdock may
be performed either on an item-by-item basis, unit-by-unit
basis, a container-by-container basis, or combinations
thereof. In such embodiments, transshipment may or may not
involve the use of an item-level sortation process.

In some embodiments, the type of packaging or the group-
ing of the items within a container may also be used deter-
mine, at least in part, whether the container is available for
crossdocking and/or transshipment. For example, if a pallet of
pens is received into receiving and the smallest unit of pack-
aging created from de-palletization in the receiving area is a
case of 12 pens, the item may be made eligible for crossdock-
ing and/or transshipment only for cases of 12 pens but not at
an individual pen package granularity. If only cases (or any
other container-level granularity) of an item are readily avail-
able at the receiving area, then only cases of the item may be
eligible for transshipment and/or crossdocking Such a deter-
mination may be based on how shipments are broken down in
the receiving area, for example.
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A crossdock-enabled control system may comprise various
components in various arrangements. In one example, the
crossdock-enabled system may comprise a control system
and any number of variously configured devices used to deter-
mine items and/or containers of items that are in the receiving
area of the facility (e.g., via scanners or other communication
devices) and to determine the eligibility of the item and/or
container for crossdocking and/or transshipment. In some
embodiments, the processes disclosed herein at the direction
of'the crossdock-enabled control system may be practiced in
addition to other operations (e.g., checking for backorders
that can be fulfilled from items in the receiving area before the
items are sent to either reserve or primary inventory or mak-
ing items in primary inventory available for transshipment).

Various processing may be performed when an item is
received at a receiving area of the facility. For example, some
items may arrive on shipping resources at a shipping dock,
while in other embodiments items may be received at a
receiving area from another facility via conveyors or forklifts,
for example. The determination of whether an item is eligible
for transshipment and/or crossdocking may depend upon
whether the item, or container including the item, is available
for fulfillment from the receiving area in some embodiments.
In embodiments, eligibility for transshipment and/or cross-
docking may be based upon one or more various factors and
the factors may vary for different facilities. For example, an
item may have been unloaded from a shipping vehicle into the
receiving area, but not have been scanned yet. In some
embodiments, items that have not been scanned are not eli-
gible, while in other embodiments, items that have not been
scanned may be eligible, for example, based on an estimated
time of arrival at the facility or based upon a determination of
the actual arrival of the transportation resource the item was
expected to arrive on. In embodiments, item eligibility may
begin when an item is scanned at receiving. In other embodi-
ments, item eligibility may begin when or after an item has
been processed at receiving, for example, the shipping pack-
aging for some items may be broken down at receiving (e.g.,
depalletized or broken down into smaller containers before
being moved into reserve inventory or sent for transship-
ment). In some embodiments, an item may not be eligible
until the item has been depalletized, for example. In embodi-
ments, an item may remain eligible for crossdocking after
leaving the receiving area. For example, containers of items
that can be redirected from a conveyance device moving
items from the receiving to the inventory area may retain
eligibility as long as containers can still be redirected to
shipping or packing before being stowed in the inventory
area.

Various processes associated with determining whether
items or containers of items in receiving are eligible for
transshipment and/or crossdocking and directing eligible
items or containers of items for transshipment and/or cross-
docking are disclosed. In some embodiments, the determina-
tion and direction may be made for materials handling facili-
ties that do not support or provide item-level sortation
processing of the items. FIG. 1 is a block diagram that illus-
trates relationships between processes and objects of a non-
sortable materials handling facility, according to some
embodiments. The figure illustrates that orders foritems (e.g.,
singles) as well as transshipments for containers of items,
may be crossdocked directly from receiving to shipping. For
example, containers of single items and transshipments may
be assigned to a crossdocking process that moves the items or
containers from receiving to shipping (e.g., an outbound
dock) without processing the item/transshipments through
inventory storage or an item-level sortation process.
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In FIG. 1, incoming shipments 110 (e.g., from a vendor,
manufacturer, another materials handling facility, etc.) are
received at a receiving area 180. The received items may
arrive in any of various containers (e.g., pallets, shipping
boxes, etc.) and the items of the containers may be unpacked/
depalletized 153 (e.g., broken into smaller units) and placed
into other containers (e.g., totes) of items 186 for stowing into
inventory 130 or for crossdocking/transshipment 157. In
some embodiments, the entirety of the items or a portion of
the items of a container may be retained within the container
they are received in for crossdocking and/or transshipment. In
some embodiments, the items from a received container may
be placed into another container or containers, either for
moving the items to inventory or to crossdock and/or trans-
ship the item(s), for example.

A non-sortable processing line 105 is illustrated in FIG. 1
as part of materials handling facility 102. In the illustrated
embodiment, the non-sortable processing line 105 includes
receiving 180, inventory 130, packing 160 and shipping 170.
In other embodiments, the non-sortable processing line may
include additional or fewer processes or may share some
processes with other processing lines. In some embodiments,
a non-sortable processing line may share receiving 180 with
another processing line or may share inventory 130 with
another processing line. Containers of items 186 in receiving
180 that are for inventory area 130 may be directed to inven-
tory area 130, for example, by a control system (not illustrated
in FIG. 1). For example, a control system for the materials
handling facility 102 may instruct an agent to stow the item to
inventory 130 or to place the item in a receptacle that is
transported to an inventory area 130 by a conveyance device.
As illustrated within the non-sortable processing line of F1G.
1, the items in inventory 130 may be picked by agents to fulfill
orders and conveyed to packing 160 where the picked items
may be packed and the packed orders may be sent to shipping
170 (e.g., an outgoing dock) where the packed orders are
placed into transportation resources (e.g., trucks) that trans-
port outgoing shipments 195 of the packed orders.

At any time, the materials handling facility may be receiv-
ing incoming shipment 110 (e.g., new inventory or transship-
ments from other facilities). Agents may unload the incoming
shipments from shipping vehicles into receiving 180. The
agents may scan the incoming shipment as it is unloaded. The
agents may also scan the items as they are being broken down
from larger units (e.g., pallets) and placed into containers
such that a control system receives indications of which items
are in which containers. In some embodiments, a control
system may determine whether any portion of the incoming
shipment or any of the containers with the placed items are
eligible for crossdocking and/or transshipment. For example,
a control system for the materials handling facility may deter-
mine (e.g., based upon inventory and or demand at various
facilities) that the items of a container are eligible and may
instruct the container to be crossdocked and/or transshipped.
In another example, the control system may determine that a
container of items is ineligible for crossdocking and/or trans-
shipment (e.g., if the items of a container are destined for
multiple transshipment destinations and the facility lacks sor-
tation processing, for example). The items that are not
selected for crossdocking may be moved on for stowing to
inventory 130 until the items are needed for order fulfillment
or for transshipment, for example.

Received items may be marked or tagged with a bar-code,
radio frequency identification (RFID) tag, Universal Product
Code (UPC), Stock-Keeping Unit (SKU) code, serial num-
ber, and/or other designation (including proprietary designa-
tions) to facilitate materials handling facility 102 operations,
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including, but not limited to, picking 140, sorting 150 and
packing 160. These designations, or codes, may identify
items by type, and/or may identify individual items within a
type of item. Areas of the facility may be marked with similar
designations that identify the area (e.g., particular locations in
storage or a particular receive lane in receiving or a packing
station). Containers may also be marked in a similar fashion.
The control system may also include, or may function in
conjunction with, handheld, mobile and/or fixed scanners or
scanning devices that may be ableto scan the marks or tags on
individual items, containers and/or facility areas to determine
and record an identifier of an item, container and/or a corre-
sponding location.

Distribution facilities may be operated such that the items
received in the receiving area are electronically scanned. For
example, as part of the receiving process, an agent or a pro-
cessing system may use an electronic device to scan bar codes
or other types of labels that are associated with the received
containers that hold the items or to scan the bar codes or labels
of'the items. The data gathered by the scan may be stored in a
data store or sent to the control system for processing. Insome
embodiments, the control system may process the informa-
tion from the scan (e.g., as part of an inventory analysis for the
facility or other facilities) and send information based on the
scanned information to other facilities and/or receive infor-
mation based on scan information from other facilities.

Some facilities may separate inventory into various difter-
ent inventory areas or maintain separate inventories. In an
example, a facility may have a longer-term storage area (e.g.,
reserve storage) for items that are picked from inventory less
frequently and a shorter-term storage area (e.g., primary stor-
age) for items that are picked from inventory more frequently.
Sometimes inventory from the longer-term storage area may
be used to replenish the shorter term storage area. In some
embodiments, either of the longer-term storage or the shorter-
term storage may be stocked from new items of inventory that
are received at a shipping and receiving area. For example,
some facilities may receive shipments of items into the facil-
ity at a receiving area where the items are scanned into a
facility control system that tracks the inventory of the facility.

Information, such as scan information, as described herein
in various embodiments, may be used to determine that an
item has been received into the receiving area. For example,
in some embodiments, fulfillment center personnel, some-
times called agents, who unload received items during receiv-
ing 180, may scan items as they are unloaded into receiving.
In another example, an automated scanner may scan items as
the items enter receiving (e.g., via conveyor). The scan infor-
mation may be sent to a control system for determining item
eligibility of received items for a crossdocking and/or trans-
shipment process.

A control system may direct orders for single items and
transshipments to be crossdocked 157; crossdocking may
indicate that the item or a container is to be directed from
receiving 180 to shipping 170 without going through inven-
tory 130. In the illustrated embodiment, crossdocking also
avoids packing 160. However, in some embodiments, cross-
docking may avoid inventory 130 but include packing 160. In
the illustration, crossdocking may not include item-level sor-
tation when the facility does not support item-level sortation.

The arrangement and order of operations illustrated by
FIG. 1 is merely one example of many possible embodiments
of the operation of a facility that implements a system for
crossdock management. Other types of materials handling,
manufacturing, or order fulfillment facilities may include
different, fewer, or additional operations and resources,
including sortation, according to different embodiments.
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A typical distribution facility or other materials handling
facility may include an inventory management system
employing a control system in control of various operations
of the facility. FIG. 2 illustrates a broad, view of the opera-
tions of one such facility, which, in one embodiment, may be
configured to utilize a control system as described herein. In
this example, multiple customers 100 may submit orders 120
to the distributor of the items in the facility, where each order
120 specifies one or more items from inventory 130 to be
shipped to the customer that submitted the order. To fulfill the
customer orders 120, the one or more items specified in each
order may be retrieved or “picked” from inventory 130
(which may also be referred to as stock storage) in the order
fulfillment facility, as indicated by block 140. In some
embodiments, agents may identify inventory locations in
inventory 130 for picking items. Picked items may be deliv-
ered to one or more stations in the materials handling facility
for sorting 150 into their respective orders, packing 160, and
finally shipping 170 to the customers 100. For example, after
obtaining items from inventory 130 or from the receiving area
180, picking agents may transfer those items to sorting sta-
tions 150, according to one embodiment. Not every materials
handling facility includes both sorting and packing stations.
In certain embodiments, agents may transfer picked items
directly to a packing station, such as packing station 160, and
the picked items may be directed to a particular packing
station by control system 300. A picked, packed and shipped
order does not necessarily include all of the items ordered by
the customer; a shipped order may include only a subset of the
ordered items available to ship at one time from one inven-
tory-storing location.

Some distribution facilities may store different copies of
items in different individual inventory areas within stock
storage. Storing copies of items in multiple inventory areas
may shorten the distance, and therefore the time, required to
obtain an item from inventory, in some embodiments. Addi-
tionally, different items may be stored in a single inventory
area, according to certain embodiments. Storing different
items together may result in more efficient use of total inven-
tory space than using a single inventory area for multiple
copies of a single item or product. It still may be beneficial in
some embodiments to store similar items together to make
better use of inventory space. For example, storing different
books together on a single inventory shelf may use the avail-
able inventory space more efficiently than storing one book
among other items of greatly differing size and shape, such as
electronic devices, clothing, toys, hardware, materials, or
other items. Thus, in some embodiments, a distribution facil-
ity may store items of similar shape and size together in a
single inventory area. For instance, in such an embodiment,
items such as books, compact discs (CDs), and digital video
discs (DVDs) may all be stored together. In some embodi-
ments, multiple copies of an item may be stored together with
multiple copies of other, different items. For example, a single
inventory area may store multiple copies for each of several
different books, CDs, or other items.

In certain embodiments, items may be randomly stored
together in inventory areas. Such random storage may
increase storage efficiency and may in some cases increase
the likelihood that any individual item may be easily distin-
guished from the other items with which it is stored. Random
storage of items may also decrease the amount of time needed
to store individual items into inventory. A control system for
the facility may track where each item is stowed. As previ-
ously described, in some embodiments, determining where to
store an item may be performed manually, while in other
embodiments, it may be an automated process performed by
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one or more computer software programs based on pattern
information associated with the individual items, and/or
based upon positional placement guidelines.

In other embodiments, agents may transfer picked items to
a combination sorting and packing station (not illustrated).
This may result in a stream and/or batches of picked items for
multiple incomplete or complete orders being delivered to a
sorting station 150 for sorting into their respective orders for
packing and shipping, according to one embodiment illus-
trated by FIG. 2. Portions of an order may be received at
different times, so sorting 150 and packing 160 may have to
wait for one or more items for some orders to be delivered to
the sorting station(s) 150 before completion of processing of
the orders. A stream or batches of incoming picked items may
be sorted into their respective orders at the sorting station(s)
150. While, in some embodiments, automated sorting may be
utilized, such as through the use of Crisplant or Eurosort
sorters, in other embodiments sorting may be performed
manually. In yet other embodiments, both manual and auto-
matic sorting may be used in combination. Once an order is
completed at a sorting station 150, the order may be ready to
proceed to a packing station 160 to be packaged for shipping
170.

A materials handling facility typically also includes a
receiving operation 180 for receiving shipments of stock from
various vendors and a stowing operation, illustrated as stow-
ing 190, for placing the received stock into stock storage
(inventory 130). In some embodiments, stowing 190 may
involve stowing an item in a location within inventory area
130 selected by a control system (e.g., randomly, pseudo-
randomly, or according to various guidelines for stowing
similar or different items within the facility). In some
embodiments, stowing 190 may involve scanning the item
and/or the inventory location when adding items to one of the
plurality of inventory areas in inventory 130. Various devices
may be used to direct a stowing agent to a particular location
and/or position within the inventory area and/or location in
which an item is to be stowed.

In some embodiments, a distribution facility may receive
an order for an item not currently in facility inventory. When
the item is received, the order may then be filled and shipped.
When an order is received for an item before the item has been
received at a distribution facility, the received item may or
may not be stocked into inventory before being matched up
with the order and shipped out, according to various embodi-
ments. The receipt of the item at the facility may trigger the
fulfillment process for a pending order. Whereas FIG. 1 (a
non-sortable processing line) illustrates that a pending order
for a single item may be fulfilled using a crossdock process,
where the pending order is fulfilled with an item from receiv-
ing such that the item does not pass through inventory 130,
FIG. 2 (illustrated with a sorting process as part of the pro-
cessing line) illustrates that a pending order for multiple items
may be fulfilled by waiting for the item to make its way from
receiving 180, through stowing to inventory 130, picking 140,
sorting 150, packing 160 and shipping 170.

InFIG. 2, to fulfill the customer orders 120, the one or more
items specified in each order may be retrieved or “picked”
from inventory 130 (which may also be referred to as stock
storage) in the order fulfillment facility, as indicated at 140. In
contrast, FIG. 1 illustrates that a system employing a cross-
dock management system may determine that items may be
picked or fulfilled from the receiving area instead of the
inventory area. In FIG. 2, picked items may be delivered to
one or more stations in the materials handling facility for
sorting 150 into their respective orders, packing 160, and
finally shipping 170 to the customers 100. Picked, packed and
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shipped order does not necessarily include all of the items
ordered by the customer; a shipped order may include only a
subset of the ordered items available to ship at one time from
one inventory-storing location.

A materials handling facility typically includes a receiving
operation 180 for receiving shipments of stock from various
vendors and a stowing operation, illustrated as stowing 190,
for placing the received stock into stock storage (inventory
130). In some embodiments (e.g., illustrated in FIG. 1) a
system employing a crossdock management system may
determine whether items received during the receiving opera-
tion 180 are eligible for crossdocking (e.g., unfilled customer
orders or transshipments). In some embodiments (e.g., FIGS.
1 and 2) stowing 190 may involve stowing an item in a
location within inventory 130 selected by a control system
(e.g., randomly, pseudo-randomly, or according to various
guidelines for stowing similar or different items within the
facility).

A crossdock management system, as described herein,
may be utilized in a number of different facilities and situa-
tions, including, but not limited to material handling facili-
ties, distribution facility, order fulfillment centers, rental cen-
ters, distribution centers, packaging facilities, shipping
facilities, libraries, museums, warehouse storage facilities,
shopping centers, grocery stores, car parking lots, etc. In
general, a crossdock management system may be used in any
situation in which items in receiving are to be sent to an
outbound dock without being processed through an inventory
area.

A materials handling facility may include a control system
with various components for receiving, processing and send-
ing data. The control system may communicate with other
control systems from other entities, such as other distribution
facilities in order to determine crossdock transshipment
opportunities, for example. FIG. 3 illustrates a block diagram
for a control system with a crossdock manager 302, according
to one embodiment. A distribution facility (such as materials
handling facility 102) may implement a crossdock-enabled
control system or control system for short, as part of its
overall inventory management system. A control system
(such as illustrated in FIG. 3 and described below) may
include hardware and software configured for assisting and/
or directing agents and/or devices in the materials handling
facility (e.g., materials handling facility 102) in managing
inventory and fulfilling customers’ orders. For example, in
some embodiments, such a control system may receive infor-
mation, such as scan information from communication
devices 330 (e.g., scanners) and inventory information from
data store 320 and transmit information such as instructions
to other communications devices 330, which may display the
instructions and other information to a picking agent or a
stowing agent or may instruct automated devices to direct
items to various areas of the facility.

In some embodiments, control system 300 may include a
receiving area information interface 306 for accessing receiv-
ing area information. For example, receiving area info inter-
face 306 may access a receiving area service or access a data
store (e.g., data store 320) to access receiving area informa-
tion such as scan information about received inventory, about
containers for the inventory, about locations of the items or
containers, and the like. Control system 300 may also include
inventory planning interface 308 that may have access to an
inventory planning service or data store that provides inven-
tory planning information for inventory on the way to the
instant facility as well as other facilities. Other information,
such as demand forecasts for the instant facility as well as
other facilities may also be available via the inventory plan-
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ning service interface 308, from a central inventory planning
service of an enterprise, for example.

Crossdock manager 302 may determine what items and/or
containers in receiving are suitable for a crossdock process,
for example, based on one or more factors such as those
received from inventory planning interface 308 as well as the
receiving area information received via receiving area info
interface 306. Crossdock manager 302 may also send instruc-
tions directing a crossdock process to be carried out for one or
more items or containers. For example, crossdock manager
302 may send instructions to an agent or device to direct
containers from the receiving area to a shipping area without
the items in the containers being stowed to an inventory area.
In some embodiments, crossdock manager 302 may instruct
the direction to be performed without performing an item-
level sortation on the items in the containers. In some embodi-
ments crossdock manager 302 may send instruction to con-
tainer direction interface 310, instructing direction of the
containers from the receiving area to a shipping area.

Container direction interface 310 may receive instructions
from crossdock manager 302 for directing containers to be
crossdocked. For example, container direction interface 310
may receive instructions to direct containers and in response
to the instructions, container direction interface may deter-
mine whether to instruct an agent (via communications
device) or automated equipment to direct the container to the
shipping area and then send an instruction to carry out the
determination. In some embodiments, container direction
interface 310 may send instructions to a display communica-
tion device instructing an agent to put a container on a con-
veyance mechanism and may instruct the conveyance mecha-
nism to direct the container to a shipping area.

Communication devices 330 may send and/or receive
information. For example, a scanner communication device
may be used to scan item or container information and may
send the scanned information to a service or a data store (e.g.,
data store 320). In another example, agents may view station-
ary or mobile display communication devices that display
instructions or other information to the agents. In another
example, an automated communication device may automati-
cally scan items or containers as they travel by on a container
or may direct items on a conveyance device to various desti-
nations of the conveyance device.

Data store 320 may be any of various configurations rec-
ognized by one of skill in the art. In various embodiments,
such a data store may be configured as a database, as one or
more mass storage devices (e.g., physical disks, logical vol-
umes, etc.) configured to store data blocks or files, or in any
other suitable configuration for data storage. In one example,
data store 320 may comprise a data store that is local to the
facility and in another example, data store 320 may be part of
an enterprise data store that stores data for an enterprise
controlling multiple facilities.

A materials handling facility may transship received items
to other facilities, to manage inventory or reduce shipping
costs for fulfilling received orders, for example. FIG. 4 illus-
trates a flow diagram of a process for transshipments imple-
mented by a control system with a crossdock manager, in
some embodiments. In embodiments, the process illustrated
in FIG. 4 may be performed by various components of control
system 300. In at least one embodiment, the process illus-
trated is performed by a control system for a non-sortable
processing line of a materials handling facility (e.g., FIG. 1).

At block 400, a plurality of containers of items that are in
the receiving area of the materials handling facility are deter-
mined. For example, pallets of items may be depalletized,
scanned and placed into containers and the control system
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300 may determine from the scanned information which con-
tainers have which items. In some embodiment, entire pallets
in the receiving area may also be considered containers. At
block 402, the crossdock manager may determine which ones
of various containers in receiving to select for transshipment
to other facilities. In some embodiments, control system 300
selects the containers for transshipment at a container-level
granularity. The selection may be based on various criteria or
factors including the scanned information, inventory infor-
mation for the various facilities and demand forecast infor-
mation, in some embodiments. At block 404 instructions are
sent to direct the selected containers for transshipment to their
assigned facility without the items of the selected containers
going through an item-level sortation process and without the
items of the selected containers being stowed to inventory.
For example, control system 300 may send instructions to
communication devices or automated equipment instructing
the selected containers to be directed or moved from the
receiving area straight to a shipping area without item-level
sortation of the items within the container and without the
items within the container being stowed to inventory area
130. A selected container may be sent straight to the shipping
area without the items being removed from the container.

In some embodiments with facilities or processing lines
without a sortation process, only containers that have items
destined for a common destination may be eligible to be
selected for crossdocking and transshipment to another facil-
ity. In some embodiments, facilities or processing lines with-
outa sortation process cannot transship or crossdock contain-
ers with multiple items destined for different destinations.
Such facilities may, however, crossdock transshipments of
containers that hold items all destined for the same destina-
tion (e.g., another facility).

For some facilities, a control system may determine
whether to route containers in the inventory receiving are to a
transshipment crossdock process or assign the containers to a
local inventory area. FIG. 5 illustrates a flow diagram of a
routing process dependent upon the containers in receiving
and inventory planning information implemented by a cross-
dock manager, according to one embodiment.

In some embodiments, the process illustrated in FIG. 5
may be carried out at facilities with or without an item-level
sortation process. In some embodiments, facilities that have
been restricted from or are otherwise unable to perform trans-
shipment crossdocking (e.g., due to a lack of sortation pro-
cessing sometimes required for crossdocking) may imple-
ment the following transshipment crossdocking process at a
container-level granularity. The process illustrated in FIG. §
may also be carried out at facilities with item-level sortation,
in embodiments.

The process illustrated in blocks 500-513 may be imple-
mented by various components of a control system (e.g.,
control system 300). In some embodiments, crossdock man-
ager 302 may perform the process in conjunction with other
components of the control system. At 500, a plurality of
containers of items that are in the receiving area of a particular
materials handling facility are determined. For example, elec-
tronic scanning devices may be used by agents to scan item
and container information such as designations and the
scanned information may be used to determine which items
are in which container.

At 502, inventory planning information for the particular
materials handling facility and one or more other facilities of
a fulfillment network may be accessed. For example, control
system 300 may access a database or inventory planning
service that provides inventory planning information to cross-
dock manager 302. In some embodiments, the database or
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planning service may provide inventory planning information
for one or more facilities including the facility managed by
the crossdock manager.

At504, a determination of whether to assign the containers
in receiving to a transshipment crossdock process or to a local
inventory may be made. The determination may be made
based on the containers in receiving and the inventory plan-
ning information. For example, in some embodiments, the
control system may make the determination based upon one
or more factors, such as those described herein.

In some embodiments, the control system 300 may use a
computer-based selection model to determine whether the
entire container should be sent to a single destination. The
model may analyze any number of factors. For example, the
model may take as inputs transportation costs (both the cost of
transshipping inventory to another facility and the cost of
shipping inventory to a customer) as well as labor cost. Addi-
tional possible inputs to the selection model include, but are
not limited to, the set of facilities and their processing capa-
bilities (e.g., sortable or non-sortable processing lines), cur-
rent inventory in the facilities, expected future inventory
arrivals at the facilities, predicted customer demand for facili-
ties, the estimated cost to fulfill that customer demand at
facilities, total estimated crossdock volume, the cost of sor-
tation for the container, and the transfer time between each set
of facilities. Other factors are also contemplated as inputs to
the selection model. In some embodiments, the selection
model may be generated and/or analyzed by the crossdock
manager 302 of the control system 300. In various embodi-
ments, the factors may come from a data store of factors (e.g.,
data store 320), from other components of the control system,
other services or may be calculated by the crossdock manager
302 based on other data from various sources such as the
control system 300, data store 320 or data stores and control
systems of other facilities and the like. In some embodiments,
analysis of the factors may result in unexpected results such
as crossdocking an entire container as a transshipment when
only some of the items of the container are needed for inven-
tory at a destination facility. For example, the cost of trans-
shipping the container with one or more extra items may be
less than the cost of other ways of meeting the inventory needs
of the destination facility, such as transshipments from other
locations or another delivery from a vendor.

When the determination is for a transshipment crossdock
process, the containers in receiving are assigned to a trans-
shipment destination at a container-level granularity (block
506). For example, for a destination facility that has been
determined for more inventory of an item, the crossdock
manager 302 may assign one or more containers of the item in
receiving for that destination facility. Similar determinations
may be made for other facilities and other containers of other
items. In some embodiments, containers may contain hetero-
geneous groups of items and destination facilities may be
determined in need of the heterogeneous items in the con-
tainer such that containers of heterogeneous items are trans-
shipment crossdocked to other facilities.

At 508, instructions are sent to direct the containers for
transshipment to their assigned facility without the items of
the containers being sorted and without the items of the con-
tainer being stowed to inventory. For example, based on the
determination of which containers of items are for transship-
ment, the crossdock manager may store an indication of the
determined containers (e.g., in data store 320) and/or send
instructions to container direction interface 310, instructing
the determined containers to be transshipped via a crossdock-
ing process that avoids the inventory area processing and
avoids item-level sortation of the items in the container.
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At 510, containers in receiving that have been determined
for local inventory are assigned to local inventory processing.
For example, at a facility with no item-level sortation process,
the control system may determine that the items in the con-
tainer would be destined for more than one destination as
transshipment and because there is not a sortation process
available to sort the items into different containers for differ-
ent destinations, the items cannot be sorted for those destina-
tions. At 512, instructions may be sent to direct the containers
assigned to local inventory from receiving to inventory for
stowing. In some embodiments, the control system may send
instructions to container direction interface 310 directing the
containers selected for inventory to be directed to inventory,
for example on a conveyance mechanism.

In some embodiments, a control system for a facility with
item-level sortation processing may determine to transship
crossdock containers at a container-level granularity. FIG. 6
illustrates a flow diagram of a routing process implemented
by a crossdock manager for a sortable materials handling
facility, according to one embodiment. In some embodi-
ments, the sortable distribution facility may include the sort-
able processing line illustrated in FIG. 7. The process
described in blocks 600-612 may be performed by various
components of a control system (e.g., crossdock manager
302). At 600, a plurality of items that are in the receiving area
of the materials handling facility are determined. For
example, as described above, pallets of items that are received
may be broken down, such that the items are scanned and
placed into containers. In some embodiments, the received
pallets of items serve as containers and are scanned. The
control system may receive the scan information or indication
thereof and use the received information to determine the
items and the containers in the receive area. At 602, items are
determined for transshipment to other facilities. In some
embodiments, the factors described above for FIG. 5 or other
criteria may be used to determine which items are for trans-
shipment to other facilities.

At 604 a determination of whether an item-level sorting
process has met a capacity threshold is determined. For
example, a processing line in a distribution facility may pro-
cess items for fulfillment of orders (e.g., picking 140, sorting
150, packing 160 and shipping 170 of FIG. 2 may comprise a
processing line in some embodiments). Sometimes, for
example, when processing rates are high, the sortation pro-
cess 150 may become a bottleneck for the processing line
such that the capacity of the sorting process 150 becomes the
capacity of the processing line. In some embodiments, the
control system may be configured to determine that the
capacity threshold of the sorting process has been reached, is
about to be reached or has been exceeded. The capacity
threshold may be an arbitrary threshold based on past expe-
rience, may be calculated based on sortation theory, may be
adjusted based on factors, may be determined by a physical
attribute such as a length of a queue of items that enter the
sortation process or may be determined any number of other
ways as practiced in the art.

When the item-level sorting process (e.g. sorting 150 in
FIG. 7) has met a capacity threshold, containers in receiving
that are determined for transshipment (FIG. 7, transshipments
155) are assigned to a transshipment destination at a con-
tainer-level granularity (block 606). For instance, crossdock
manager 302 may determine that the sortation process
becomes too expensive (e.g., customer orders may not be
fulfilled in a timely manner if they cannot be sorted in a timely
fashion) as sortation reaches capacity and may instead direct
transshipment of entire containers instead of sorting trans-
shipment containers prior to transshipment. In some embodi-
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ments, container-level transshipment determinations may
allow for transshipment of containers that include more items
than are needed for transshipment. For example, control sys-
tem 300 may determine that tradeotfs between factors such as
transportation costs, item demand and sortation delay times
may favor a decision to crossdock a container even if the
container includes more units of an item than is needed or
includes some items that are not needed at the destination
facility at all. At 608, instructions are sent to direct corre-
sponding containers for transshipment without using a sort-
ing process. In this manner, the sortation process may be freed
to sort more customer orders in place of the transshipments.
In some embodiments, the crossdock manager may send
instructions to the container direction interface 310, instruct-
ing the interface 310 to direct corresponding containers from
receiving to shipping for transshipment to another facility
without using an item-level sortation process (e.g., crossdock
containers 730 in FIG. 7).

If the item-level sortation process has not met a capacity
threshold, items in receiving that are determined for trans-
shipment may be assigned to a transshipment destination at
anitem-level granularity (block 610) and instructions are sent
to direct corresponding items for transshipment using the
sorting process (block 612). For example, control system 300
may determine that the capacity threshold of the item-level
sortation process has not been reached, and direct processing
of transshipments via the item level sortation process as well
as send instructions to container direction interface 310 to
direct containers of sorted items for transshipment via a pro-
cessing line (e.g., crossdock items 720 in FIG. 7) or other-
wise. In some embodiments, the item-level sortation process
may be part of a processing line (e.g., the processing line
comprising sorting 150, packing 160 and shipping 170 in
FIG. 7).

Distribution facilities with sortable processing lines also
provide opportunities for crossdocking and transshipments of
items in receiving. FIG. 7 is a block diagram that illustrates
relationships between processes and objects of a sortable
processing line in a materials handling facility, according to
some embodiments. The sortable processing line 715 of sort-
able materials handling facility 710 is illustrated with incom-
ing shipments 110, receiving 180, inventory 130, packing
160, shipping 170 and outgoing shipments 195 that are simi-
lar to the corresponding processes and objects described in
FIG. 1, above, but sortable processing line 710 is also illus-
trated with sorting 150 where item-level sortation processing
may be performed.

As illustrated in FIG. 7, in some embodiments, the control
system may direct fulfillment of an item from receiving 180
such that the item is moved from receiving 180 to sorting 150
without the item ever being placed into an inventory area 130
(e.g., crossdock items 720). For example, the control system
(e.g., control system 300) may instruct an agent to pick the
item from the receiving area and to take the item or place the
item on a conveyor to sorting 150 or to an outbound dock in
shipping 170. In another example, the control system may
instruct a conveyor system that is conveying items from
receiving 180 to inventory area 130 to redirect the item to
sorting such that the item does not go to inventory area 130.

In the illustrated embodiment, sorting 150 may receive
items or containers of items from inventory 130 or receiving
180. For example, sorting 150 may receive picked items from
inventory 130 or items intended for crossdocking from
receiving 180 that are destined for multiple destinations. In
the illustrated embodiment, a control system (e.g., control
system 300) may determine that received items in receiving
180 are to be crossdocked. For example, the control system
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may select items for transshipments 155 or items for fulfilling
customer orders from receiving for crossdock based on their
location in receiving 180 and a need to transship or fulfill an
order for the item. The control system may direct automated
equipment or an agent to move the multi-destination cross
dock items in containers to sorting 150 via a conveyance
mechanism such as a conveyor or via agent from receiving
180. As illustrated by arrow 720, the crossdock items from
receiving may be directed to and received at sorting without
the items being placed into inventory. The control system may
direct the agents or automated equipment to move the multi-
destination cross dock items through sorting 150 to packing
and shipping 170 where they may be placed in outgoing
shipments 195. Crossdock items may comprise transship-
ments to other facilities or items for fulfilling orders to cus-
tomers.

Also illustrated in FIG. 7, single destination crossdock
items may be moved directly from receiving 180 to shipping
170 without being stowed to inventory 130 (crossdock con-
tainers 730). For example, sorting 150 may become a bottle-
neck for the sortable processing line 715. In some embodi-
ments, sorting 150 may reach a capacity for sorting items that
is less than the capacity of other processing in the sortable
processing line such as packing 160 or shipping 170. The
control system may be configured to recognize the bottleneck
or capacity constraint at sorting 150 and responsively deter-
mine orders or transshipments for items in receiving 180 that
do not require sortation. The control system may issue
instructions directing the determined items in receiving to be
crossdocked (for example, to shipping 170, or to packing 160
and then shipping 170) without or instead of being stowed to
inventory. Implementing such a crossdock process may
increase overall capacity of the facility.

Any of various computer systems may be configured to
implement a system for crossdocking transshipments within a
materials handling facility. For example, FIG. 10 is a block
diagram illustrating one embodiment of a computer system
suitable for implementing the system and methods described
herein. In various embodiments, a control system (e.g., con-
trol system 300 of FIG. 3), a materials handling facility (e.g.,
materials handling facility 102), or a communication device
(e.g., scanner) may each include a general-purpose computer
system such as computer system 800 illustrated in FIG. 8.

In the illustrated embodiment, computer system 800
includes one or more processors 810 coupled to a system
memory 820 via an input/output (I/O) interface 830. Com-
puter system 800 further includes a network interface 840
coupled to I/O interface 830. In some embodiments, com-
puter system 800 may be illustrative of control system 300,
while in other embodiments control system 300 may include
more, fewer, or different elements than computer system 800.
In some embodiments, computer system 800 may be illustra-
tive of control system, (e.g., 300), or a communication device
(e.g., scanner) while in other embodiments a control system
or communication device may include more, fewer, or difter-
ent elements than computer system 800.

In various embodiments, computer system 800 may be a
uniprocessor system including one processor 810, or a mul-
tiprocessor system including several processors 810 (e.g.,
two, four, eight, or another suitable number). Processors 810
may be any suitable processors capable of executing instruc-
tions. For example, in various embodiments, processors 810
may be general-purpose or embedded processors implement-
ing any of a variety of instruction set architectures (ISAs),
such as the x86, PowerPC, SPARC, or MIPS ISAs, or any

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

18

other suitable ISA. In multiprocessor systems, each of pro-
cessors 810 may commonly, but not necessarily, implement
the same ISA.

System memory 820 may be configured to store instruc-
tions and data accessible by processor 810. In various
embodiments, system memory 820 may be implemented
using any suitable memory technology, such as static random
access memory (SRAM), synchronous dynamic RAM
(SDRAM), non-volatile/Flash-type memory, or any other
type of memory. In the illustrated embodiment, program
instructions and data implementing desired functions, such as
those methods and techniques described above for a cross-
dock-enabled control system, a fulfillment center control sys-
tem, or a communication device, are shown stored within
system memory 820 as program instructions 825. In some
embodiments, system memory 820 may include data 827
(e.g., a product database).

Inone embodiment, I/O interface 830 may be configured to
coordinate I/O traffic between processor 810, system memory
820 and any peripheral devices in the system, including
through network interface 840 or other peripheral interfaces.
In some embodiments, I/O interface 830 may perform any
necessary protocol, timing or other data transformations to
convert data signals from one component (e.g., system
memory 820) into a format suitable for use by another com-
ponent (e.g., processor 810). In some embodiments, /O inter-
face 830 may include support for devices attached through
various types of peripheral buses, such as a variant of the
Peripheral Component Interconnect (PCI) bus standard or the
Universal Serial Bus (USB) standard, for example. In some
embodiments, the function of I/O interface 830 may be split
into two or more separate components, such as a north bridge
and a south bridge, for example. Also, in some embodiments,
some or all of the functionality of /O interface 830, such as an
interface to system memory 820, may be incorporated
directly into processor 810.

Network interface 840 may be configured to allow data to
be exchanged between computer system 800 and other
devices attached to a network, such as other computer sys-
tems, for example. In particular, network interface 840 may
be configured to allow communication between computer
system 800 and/or various /O devices 850. I/O devices 850
may include scanning devices, display devices and/or other
communication devices, as described herein. Network inter-
face 840 may commonly support one or more wireless net-
working protocols (e.g., Wi-Fi/IEEE 802.11, or another wire-
less networking standard). However, in various
embodiments, network interface 840 may support communi-
cation via any suitable wired or wireless general data net-
works, such as other types of Ethernet networks, for example.
Additionally, network interface 840 may support communi-
cation via telecommunications/telephony networks such as
analog voice networks or digital fiber communications net-
works, via storage area networks such as Fibre Channel
SANSs, or via any other suitable type of network and/or pro-
tocol.

In some embodiments, system memory 820 may be one
embodiment of a computer-accessible medium configured to
store program instructions and data as described above. How-
ever, in other embodiments, program instructions and/or data
may be received, sent or stored upon different types of com-
puter-accessible media. Generally speaking, a computer-ac-
cessible medium may include computer-readable storage
media or memory media such as magnetic or optical media,
e.g., diskor DVD/CD-ROM coupled to computer system 800
via I/O interface 830. A computer-readable storage medium
may also include any volatile or non-volatile media such as
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RAM (e.g. SDRAM, DDR SDRAM, RDRAM, SRAM, etc.),
ROM, etc, that may be included in some embodiments of
computer system 800 as system memory 820 or another type
of memory. Further, a computer-accessible medium may
include transmission media or signals such as electrical, elec-
tromagnetic, or digital signals, conveyed via a communica-
tion medium such as a network and/or a wireless link, such as
may be implemented via network interface 840.

In some embodiments, I/O devices 850 may be relatively
simple or “thin” client devices. For example, 1/O devices 850
may be configured as dumb terminals with display, data entry
and communications capabilities, but otherwise little compu-
tational functionality. However, in some embodiments, 1/O
devices 850 may be computer systems configured similarly to
computer system 800, including one or more processors 810
and various other devices (though in some embodiments, a
computer system 800 implementing an /O device 850 may
have somewhat different devices, or different classes of
devices).

In various embodiments, /O devices 850 (e.g., scanners or
display devices and other communication devices) may
include, but are not limited to, one or more of: handheld
devices, devices worn by or attached to the agents, and
devices integrated into or mounted on any mobile or fixed
equipment of the materials handling facility such as push-
carts, bins, totes, racks, shelves, tables, ceilings, walls, and
work benches, according to various embodiments. /O
devices 850 may further include, but are not limited to, one or
more of: personal computer systems, desktop computers,
rack-mounted computers, laptop or notebook computers,
workstations, network computers, “dumb” terminals (i.e.,
computer terminals with little or no integrated processing
ability), Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs), mobile phones,
or other handheld devices, proprietary devices, printers, or
any other devices suitable to communicate with control sys-
tem 300. In general, an I/O device 850 (e.g., cursor control
device 860, keyboard 870 or display(s) 880) may be any
device that can communicate with control system 300 and
convey instructions to agents within the facility. In one
embodiment, at least some of the /O devices 850 may be
configured to scan or otherwise read or receive codes or
identifiers of various components in the materials handling
facility and to communicate the entered codes to control
system 300 for use in directing agents in the various opera-
tions of the control center (e.g., bar code scanners, RFID
readers, cameras, or any other sensing devices). Such com-
ponents may include, but are not limited to, one or more of
items, orders, modular sorting stations, modular bins, and
compartments of modular bins.

The various methods as illustrated in the figures and
described herein represent exemplary embodiments of meth-
ods. The methods may be implemented manually, in soft-
ware, in hardware, or in a combination thereof. The order of
any method may be changed, and various elements may be
added, reordered, combined, omitted, modified, etc. For
example, in one embodiment, the methods may be imple-
mented by a computer system that includes a processor
executing program instructions stored on a computer-read-
able storage medium coupled to the processor. The program
instructions may be configured to implement the functional-
ity described herein (e.g., the functionality of the control
system, product database, display devices, and/or other com-
munication devices).

Various modifications and changes may be made as would
be obvious to a person skilled in the art having the benefit of
this disclosure. It is intended to embrace all such modifica-
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tions and changes and, accordingly, the above description to
be regarded in an illustrative rather than a restrictive sense.

The invention claimed is:
1. A materials handling facility, comprising:
a receiving area configured to receive items into the mate-
rials handling facility;
an inventory storage area configured to store items in
inventory in the materials handling facility;
a shipping area configured to ship items to customers to
fulfill customer orders, and to transship items to one or
more other materials handling facilities; and
a control system configured to:
determine a plurality of containers of items that are in the
receiving area of the materials handling facility;

assign one or more containers of the plurality of con-
tainers of'items in the receiving area to a stow process
for stowing the items into the inventory storage area of
the materials handling facility;

assign one or more other containers of the plurality of
containers of items in the receiving area to a trans-
shipment crossdock process in which a transshipment
destination is assigned to each of the one or more
other containers at a container-level granularity such
that the items in a respective container of the one or
more other containers are assigned to the same trans-
shipment destination; and

for the transshipment crossdock process, direct the one
or more other containers of items from the receiving
area to the shipping area for transshipment to another
materials handling facility without the items in the
one or more other containers being stowed in the
inventory area and without the items in the one or
more other containers going through an item-level
sortation process.

2. The materials handling facility of claim 1, wherein the
control system is further configured to direct items to ship-
ping for order fulfillment using a processing line that does not
include a sortation process for sorting items for shipping,
wherein the one or more other containers of items are directed
from the receiving area to the shipping area for transshipment
to another materials handling facility using the processing
line that does not include a sortation process.

3. The materials handling facility of claim 1, wherein the
control system is further configured to direct items to ship-
ping for order fulfillment using a processing line that does
include a sortation process for sorting items for shipping,
wherein the sortation process sorts items for containers that
leave the facility, and wherein the one or more other contain-
ers of items are directed from the receiving area to the ship-
ping area for transshipment to another materials handling
facility without using the sortation process.

4. The materials handling facility of claim 3, wherein the
control system is further configured to:

assign items to a transshipment destination at an item-level
granularity and direct the items for transshipment using
the processing line that does include a sortation process;
and

in response to determining that the sorting process has met
acapacity threshold, switch to assigning items to a trans-
shipment destination at a container-level granularity and
directing corresponding containers for transshipment
without using the sortation process.

5. The materials handling facility of claim 1,

wherein the materials handling facility is part of a fulfill-
ment network comprising the materials handling facility
and a plurality of other materials handling facilities, and
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wherein the control system determines which containers of
items in the receiving area to transship based on a plu-
rality of factors including current inventory in or
expected to be in each materials handling facility and an
order fulfillment demand forecast for each materials
handling facility.

6. The materials handling facility of claim 1, wherein one
of the one or more containers assigned to a transshipment
destination comprises a plurality of different types of items.

7. The materials handling facility of claim 1, wherein one
of the containers assigned to a transshipment destination is a
pallet of items, wherein the pallet is directed by the control
system to the shipping area for transshipment to another
materials handling facility without the items in the pallet
being removed from the pallet.

8. A method, comprising:

performing by one or more computing devices:

determining a plurality of containers of items that are in
a receiving area of a materials handling facility;

selecting one or more containers of the plurality of con-
tainers of items in the receiving area for a transship-
ment crossdock process; and

directing the selected one or more containers of items
from the receiving area to a shipping area for trans-
shipment to another materials handling facility with-
out the items in the selected one or more containers
being stowed in an inventory area of the materials
handling facility, wherein the items in the selected one
or more containers are moved to the shipping area in
a materials handling facility and without the items in
the one or more other containers going through an
item-level sortation process.

9. The method of claim 8, further comprising directing
containers not selected for the transshipment crossdock pro-
cess to an inventory area of the materials handling facility for
stowing.

10. The method of claim 8, further comprising directing
items to shipping for order fulfillment using a processing line
that does not include a sortation process for sorting items for
shipping, wherein the one or more containers of items are
directed from the receiving area to the shipping area for
transshipment to another materials handling facility using the
processing line that does not include a sortation process.

11. The method of claim 8, further comprising:

directing items to shipping for order fulfillment using a

processing line that does include a sortation process for
sorting items for shipping;

assigning items to a transshipment destination at an item-

level granularity and directing the items for transship-
ment using the processing line that does include a sor-
tation process; and

in response to determining that the sorting process has met

a capacity threshold, switching to assigning assign items
to atransshipment destination at a container-level granu-
larity and directing corresponding containers for trans-
shipment without item-level sortation processing.

12. The method of claim 8,

wherein the materials handling facility is part of a fulfill-

ment network comprising the materials handling facility
and a plurality of other materials handling facilities, and
further comprising determining which containers of items
in the receiving area to transship based on a plurality of
factors including a current inventory in or expected to be
in each materials handling facility, and an order fulfill-
ment demand forecast for each materials handling facil-

ity.
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13. The method of claim 12, wherein the plurality of factors
further includes one selected from a total estimated crossdock
volume, and an estimated transfer time between the facilities
of the transshipment.

14. The method of claim 12, wherein the plurality of factors
further includes a cost to sort the container, an expected cost
of'the transshipment of the item, or an estimated cost to fulfill
a predicted customer demand.

15. The method of claim 8, wherein one of the one or more
containers directed to a transshipment destination comprises
a plurality of different types of items.

16. A non-transitory computer-readable medium, storing
program instructions that are computer-executable to per-
form:

identifying a plurality of containers each holding a plural-

ity of items in a receiving area of a materials handling
facility;

selecting one or more containers of the plurality of con-

tainers of items in the receiving area for a transship-
crossdock process; and

directing the selected one or more containers of items from

the receiving area to a shipping area for transshipment to
another materials handling facility without the items in
the one or more containers being stowed in an inventory
area of the materials handling facility and without an
item-level sortation process sorting the items in the one
or more containers.

17. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 16, wherein the program instructions are further
executable to perform:

directing containers not selected for the transship-cross-

dock process to the inventory area for stowing; and
directing stowing of one or more items of the containers
directed to inventory in the inventory area.

18. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 16, wherein the program instructions are further
executable to perform:

selecting a received pallet of items for transshipment to

another facility such that one of the selected containers is
the received pallet; and

directing the selected pallet of items to the shipping area for

transshipment to another materials handling facility
without the items in the pallet being removed from the
pallet.

19. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 16, wherein the program instructions are further
executable to perform determining which containers of items
in the receiving area to transship based on a plurality of
factors including at least two factors selected from a total
estimated crossdock volume, an estimated transfer time
between the facilities of the transshipment, a cost to sort the
container, an expected cost of the transshipment of the con-
tainer, a current inventory of each of the facilities, an expected
future inventory of each of the facilities, predicted customer
demand, and an estimated cost to fulfill the predicted cus-
tomer demand.

20. The non-transitory computer-readable medium of
claim 16, wherein the program instructions are further
executable to perform directing items to shipping for order
fulfillment using a processing line that does include a sorta-
tion process for sorting items for shipping, wherein the one or
more containers selected for transshipment are directed from
the receiving area to the shipping area for transshipment to
another materials handling facility without using the sortation
process and without being stowed to an inventory area.
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